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THE  ERA  OF  RETHINKING
IN  MUSEUM  EXHIBITION

A YOUNG MUSEUM of natural history,if it is to be a great one with the whole
world as its field, must eagerly accumulate as
much as it can, and the emphasis on collect-
ing the material objects known as museum
specimens will dominate the outlook of the
staff. There is little time for thought, for
whole halls cry to be filled, and in many
fields of interest opportunities to collect
specimens may never again be presented —
witness the animals extinct within historic
times, and the primitive human cultures
transformed or even swallowed up by the
spread of civilization. Rivalry with other
museums, a combination of the acquisitive
instinct with all too human pride and
vanity, spurs on the acquisition of specimens
and yet more specimens. All this produces
an Era of Accumulation as an essential
growth-stage of a museum.

During this era, there is a tendency to
put everything available on exhibition, and
museums can be found whose development
was arrested at this stage. Fortunately for
American museums, the principle of separa-
tion of specimens intended for study from
those intended for exhibition was adopted
at an early period of their history, and this
separation reflects the dual function of
museums and museum staffs, of research
and publication on one hand, operating as
a research institute, and on the other the

preparation of exhibits on a magnificent
scale as an educational program.

The end of the era of accumulation in
the exhibition halls approaches when the
halls and the cases in them are filled. The
museum staff, if it be worthy of its extra-
ordinary privilege of intimate contact with
the "Three Kingdoms of Nature," with
that of Man for good measure, must now
take time out from collecting and from the
eager preparation of exhibits and yet more
exhibits to take thought about the meanings
and functions, in the broadest sense, of a
museum of natural history. We must turn
from an era of accumulation to an Era of
Thought.

It becomes immediately evident that we
have grown without much thought or plan
during the era of accumulation. The fine
large habitat groups in the zoological halls
are themselves a reaction from the rows of
stuffed specimens in older museums. But
a thoughtful survey shows that they repre-
sent what was available rather than what
was most needed to fulfill a systematic plan
of education. Even the irreducible minimum
of a conspectus of nature has been only partly
accomplished.

As we begin to think more deeply about
what we want the visitor to learn from the
Museum, our first discovery is that we have
exhibited too much. There is no virtue in
exhibiting endless rows of arrowheads or
pots or even of closely similar shells or
sparrows, except for specific purposes. The
problem proves now to be to make the most
intelligent selection from the older accumu-
lations. Intelligent selection requires much
thought, and we have all come to realize
what hard work such thinking may be, with
an occasional envious moment of recollec-
tion of the good old days when we merely
mounted and installed what was available.
It is much more difficult to select intelli-
gently than it was to accumulate. Most
important of all, selection gives us room in
our cases for the illustrations and diagrams
that are so much more effective as labels
than the solid blocks of print that were
in vogue thirty years ago.

The new Hall of Invertebrate Paleon-
tology (Frederick J. V. Skiff Hall— Hall 37)
is a visible expression of what I have at-
tempted to set forth. The Museum is still
only at the beginning of the vast job of
rethinking its exhibition program; but im-
portant beginnings have been made in every
department. The thoughtful visitor may
be intrigued to contrast the new halls
devoted to the North American Indians
with some of the older exhibition halls, in
which priceless materials are so crowded
together that their intended effect is not
accomplished. Perhaps he will understand
something of the stimulating atmosphere in
a museum that, far from being finished, has
begun to grow in a new direction.

Karl P. Schmidt
Chief Curator of Zoology

-THIS  MONTH'S  COVER-

On  our  cover  is  a  picture  of
another of the ten habitat groups
of prehistoric animals exhibited in
the new Hall of Invertebrate Pale-
ontology (read "An Ancient Sea,"
page 7, this issue) which was opened
formally October 1. It represents
the inhabitants of the waters that
spread  across  central  North
America  during  the  Ordovician
period,  about  390  million  years
ago. At least a dozen times since
the world began, changes in the
elevation  of  land  and  sea  have
caused  the  oceans  to  advance
across  the  continents.  In  the
muds and sands deposited in those
oceans are fossils that constitute
the  record  of  the  animals  and
plants that lived in the advancing
waters.  Even  today,  when  the
continents stand higher and drier
than at  most  times in  the  past,
parts of them lie below sea level
and are covered by similar seas,
such as Hudson Bay and the North
Sea, and there the fossil record is
accumulating for the future.

MUSEUM  MEMBERS'  NIGHT
PROVES  GALA  OCCASION

The Members' Night held at the Museum
on October 1 was voted a complete success.
Approximately 1,000 Members turned out
to see the new Museum film, "Through
These Doors," to preview the new Hall of
Geologic History of Plants and Animals,
and to visit the shops and workrooms on
the third and fourth floors of the Museum.

Normally, it is not possible to open the
workrooms, preparation rooms, and labora-
tories to visitors because of the serious
interruption to the Museum's scheduled
work. On this occasion, however, every-
thing was made available and the staff
made every attempt to acquaint the Mem-
bers with their Museum.

Among the unusual attractions was
"Bushman," the celebrated gorilla, which
was then in the taxidermy shop in the last
stages of preparation. Throughout the
evening a large and enthusiastic crowd
surrounded this exhibit and questioned the
taxidermists concerning methods and prob-
lems of preparation. In all departments,
however, visitors found much to wonder at.
The only disappointment noted at any
time during the evening was that lack of
time prevented those present from seeing
all phases of Museum work.

The success of the first Members' Night
has given rise to the hope that such an
event may be repeated.
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